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Working with Survivors of War Rape and Sexual Violence:
Fieldwork Reflections from Bosnia-Hercegovina
Introduction
S was raped in a camp in Zvornik municipality, in the northeast of Bosnia-Hercegovina (BiH). Today, she lives in a small apartment in the city of Tuzla and has numerous health problems. Opening a cupboard in her lounge, she pulled out several small plastic bags containing packets of tablets and pills. After calling the bank, she became agitated; the social payment that she receives each month, as a rape survivor, was 12 days late. How was she going to pay her bills? She took a Fluoxetine tablet to calm her nerves (author interview, 27
August 2014).
Twenty-one years after the Bosnian war ended, women like S continue to suffer. Their oncecoveted stories, however, no longer attract the same interest. The result is a dearth of scholarship on the long-term consequences of the mass rapes and sexual violence committed during the conflict (Medica Zenica and Medica Mondiale 2014: 15-16) . In 2014, I
commenced a research project -funded by the Leverhulme Trust -that sought to address this gap. In just over 12 months, I interviewed 79 male and female survivors of these crimes, to explore how their war trauma continues to impact on their lives today. It was the most challenging fieldwork that I have completed to date, but also the most rewarding. As Tompkins (1995: 852) underlines, 'Rape, like genocide, will not be deterred unless and until the stories are heard'. My principal objective was to provide survivors with a safe space in which to share their stories.
I left BiH in October 2015. As Stebbins (1991) asks, however, do we ever truly leave the field, particularly after undertaking an extended period of fieldwork that involves highly sensitive research? Since returning to the UK, I have increasingly reflected on some of the challenges that I faced in BiH, and this article is precisely about those challenges. More specifically, it is about the oft-neglected experiential dimensions of research. The article's central argument is that as academics and researchers, we should not only present and analyze our data from the field. We should also write about our personal experiences.
Notwithstanding Finlay's (2002: 12) warning that 'the process of engaging in reflexivity is perilous, full of muddy ambiguity and multiple trails', reflexivity serves two key purposes in this paper. Firstly, by writing about my own experiences in the field and the challenges that I faced, I hope to benefit other field researchers. Universities offer courses on, for example, qualitative methods and interviewing skills, thereby teaching us the 'nuts and bolts' of how to do research. Yet, they cannot fully prepare us for the realities of undertaking fieldwork.
Quintessentially, fieldwork involves learning through doing (King 2009 : 8) -and we can significantly learn from each other's experiences.
Secondly, university ethics committees require us to explain how we will protect our interviewees and our research data. Rarely do they ask us how we will protect ourselves from harm, and in particular emotional harm (Hubbard, Backett-Mulburn and Kemmer 2001: 120; Dickson-Swift et al. 2007: 345) . Part of this article accordingly addresses some of the personal challenges that I faced during my time in BiH, to underscore that issues of responsibility involved in fieldwork extend beyond the relationship between researcher and interviewee.
The article's first section is contextual; it provides background information on the use of rape and sexual violence during the Bosnian war. It also discusses research methodology. The second section focuses on some of the practical difficulties that I encountered in the field.
The third section addresses ethical issues, and the final section deals with some of the personal challenges that I faced in BiH. Throughout the article, I will use the more empowering term 'survivors' rather than 'victims'. 
Research Context and Methodology
Practical Challenges in the Field
The challenges of gaining access
It has been 21 years since the Bosnian war ended and many survivors have recounted their stories multiple times, giving interviews to researchers, journalists or film crews. Some have also spoken to police and prosecutors. The result is that a deeply-entrenched 'research fatigue' has set in (Clark 2008: 955 November 2014).
Not only is such misuse of survivors deeply unethical, but it has made it even harder for researchers to now reach out to these men and women. Survivors frequently assumed that I would financially profit from interviewing them, and some of them insisted that they would only speak to me if I paid them. A survivor from Foča in eastern BiH, moreover, offered to speak to me only on the condition that I paid for her to go to a spa. While part of me found such 'bargaining' distasteful, it was also entirely understandable that individuals who had previously been taken advantage of now wanted something in return for their stories, particularly in a stagnant economy. 4 I did not pay interviewees for their stories, but I did pay their travel expenses when this was necessary (although I almost always travelled to meet interviewees). I also bought small gifts when I visited them in their homes. According to Head (2009: 335-336) , 'It is difficult to assess whether the use of payments in qualitative social research is becoming increasingly frequent or not as details of payments may not be included in publications or may only be briefly referred to in an appendix'. Certainly, the issue of paying interviewees should be more openly discussed; and within the UK, more guidance from the research councils would be welcome.
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Although survivors have become wary of researchers, and particularly of 'stranci' (foreigners), there was also a strong sense among many of the individuals whom I met that they had been forgotten. They felt that nobody cared about them, including their own State. I communicated these research goals to all interviewees and gave them examples of the sorts of questions that I would be asking. These included questions about their relationships (in particular with spouses and children), whether or not they had testified against their abuser/s and the continuing impact of their war trauma. Ultimately, many of the individuals who took part in this research agreed to share their stories with me because they saw a value in disseminating the truth and supported the aims of the research. For some of the survivors whom I approached, however, these intangibles were not sufficiently compelling.
I located interviewees in three ways. Firstly, I worked with a superb non-governmental organization (NGO) called Snaga Žene. 7 The NGO, based in Tuzla, aims to rehabilitate trauma victims through occupational therapy, and its main focus is on women (from all ethnic groups) who experienced rape and sexual violence during the Bosnian war. My collaboration with Snaga Žene thus provided invaluable opportunities to gain access to survivors.
Secondly, I frequently used snowball sampling, asking interviewees if they could put me in contact with other potential interviewees. To cite Browne (2005: 47) , 'Snowball sampling is often used because the population under investigation is "hidden" either due to low numbers of potential participants or the sensitivity of the topic'. An interviewee in Trebinje arranged for me to interview a further three survivors in the town, as well as a survivor in Višegrad.
Similarly, an interviewee in Tuzla provided me with the telephone numbers of two survivors in Vareš and Modriča respectively.
Thirdly, I contacted various women's NGOs, victims' associations and camp survivors' organizations throughout BiH. Many of them were extremely helpful and made it possible for me to establish contact with survivors. In some cases, however, these 'gatekeepers' were uncooperative. In October 2014, for example, I called an organization in eastern BiH. I was told very bluntly by an employee that they would not allow me to re-traumatize 'their'
women. When I subsequently met the director of the NGO at an event in Sarajevo, she made it clear -without knowing anything about me -that she was fundamentally opposed to my research. On another occasion, I contacted the head of a victims' association in Republika Srpska (RS), to ask whether I could speak to her and perhaps one or two of her members. She maintained that neither she nor any of the women in her association would speak to me unless I was willing to pay them because they had been misused too many times in the past.
Gaining access to vulnerable individuals is necessarily a process. In their research on battered women, for example, Sullivan and Cain (2009: 613) note that 'Before a domestic violence program will agree to approach survivors about participating in scientific studies, staff will need to firmly believe that the research will not be detrimental to survivors individually or collectively'. Unfortunately, during my fieldwork in BiH, certain organizations automatically assumed that my research would be detrimental. The responses that I received from some of them were a natural and understandable reaction to their previous negative experiences with researchers. The fact, however, that I strongly believed in my research and in why I was doing it meant that I found it difficult to deal with individuals who were quick to make shield their families from the truth, and to shield themselves from the negative reactions that they fear from their loved-ones.
The challenges of locating specific groups of survivors
The overwhelming focus on the use of rape and sexual violence against women during the Bosnian war has meant that we have too often overlooked the fact that men were also subjected to these crimes (Karabegović 2010 (Author 2016) . The ethnic composition of the interview sample, however, reflects the enormous challenges inherent in undertaking this type of research -and in reaching out to particular groups of survivors who have hitherto been ignored. Maslow's (1966: 45) One of the key prerequisites for a successful interview is trust, and trust-building is an integral part of the interview process (Dickson-Swift et al. 2007: 331) . Trust developed very naturally in some cases, particularly when interviewees were of a similar age to me. Some of the older female interviewees, for their part, were maternal towards me, and this also helped to create trust. An interviewee in eastern BiH, for example, was concerned that my feet would get cold on the way back to the hotel and insisted on giving me two pairs of thick woollen socks that she had made; and an interviewee in east Sarajevo, despite living in extremely poor conditions in a small room, was adamant that she wanted to cook for me.
Ethical Challenges in the Field
How we, as researchers, make an interviewee feel, and the questions that we ask, have a crucial impact on trust-building. It is essential to put interviewees at ease, and I sought to do this by keeping the situation as relaxed and informal as possible, and by using the terminology of 'conversation' rather than 'interview'. Inherent in a conversation is the notion of reciprocity, and I wanted interviewees to feel that they could also ask me questions. They were often curious, for example, to know whether I am married, whether I have children and how I learnt to speak their language. As Watts (2008: 7) notes, '…rapport is mutually constructed between those who can empathise with each other and is developed through a willingness of each to look into the world of the other'. however, 'To make the assumption that all interviews are potentially harmful takes away participant agency and control over what is said, how it is said, or if anything is said at all about a topic'. While many survivors whom I approached did not want to speak to me and/or felt unable to do so, those who did agree to talk to me gave informed consent and were free to stop the interview at any time, although none of them did so. When they cried, they typically took a minute or two to compose themselves and then carried on. They wanted to continue.
According to Marijana Senjak, a psychologist-psychotherapist with years of experience of working with survivors of war rape and sexual violence in BiH and Croatia, it is not a bad thing when interviewees cry. In her words, 'They need to touch the feelings that they had when the trauma happened. When they touch those feelings again, they gain control of them, and this is an important part of the healing process' (author interview, 29 August 2015).
Indeed, interviewees who became upset frequently disclosed, often as I was leaving, that it had helped them to talk. This lends support to the argument that 'Although some individuals report feeling distressed during or immediately following trauma-research participation, the negative emotional reactions experienced by participants appear to be fleeting' (Legerski and Bunnell 2010: 434) .
It would be highly irresponsible and unethical, however, to leave an interviewee when s/he is upset. Hence, I always stayed with interviewees for as long as I felt was necessary and for as long as they wanted to talk. The interview itself would usually come to a natural end and 
Personal Challenges in the Field
According to Dickson-Swift et al. (2007: 328) , 'Researchers undertaking qualitative research, and particularly qualitative research on sensitive topics, need to be able to make an assessment of the impact of the research on both the participants and themselves'. Very rarely, however, do we hear about how fieldwork affects researchers, 11 and this is an important gap within social science literature that needs to be filled. We have a responsibility to write about these experiences and to share them.
One of the biggest personal challenges that I faced in the field was dealing with my emotions. Ely et al. (1991: 49) underline that '[i]f we undertake to study human lives, we have to be ready to face human feelings'. Early in my research, the predominant emotion that I felt was anger. I was working with men and women who had been subjected to brutal and degrading human rights violations; some interviewees had been in their teens when they were sexually violated; and some female interviewees were now being verbally and/or physically abused by their husbands. All of this aroused in me a deep sense of anger and injustice, feelings exacerbated by the fact that there is little help and support available to survivors in BiH.
NGOs like Snaga Žene, Viva Žene and Medica Zenica are doing wonderful work, but they have limited resources and cannot reach everyone -or every part of the country. What interviewees repeatedly argued is that the State has failed them and should be doing more.
One of my most difficult interviews was with a survivor in north-west BiH who had recently had a brain tumour. She was wearing a wig and her face was partially paralyzed as a result of the operation that she had undergone to remove the tumour. Although she had civilian victim of war status, the sum of 580 Bosnian Marks (approximately £192) that she was receiving each month was not enough to support her and her family. She could not afford to buy all of the medicines that she needed (author interview, 4 December 2014). 12 Cases like this were distressing, and going for long walks became my release mechanism and a way to emotionally re-charge.
A second personal challenge that I experienced as my research progressed was managing feelings of guilt. Some of the women whom I interviewed were in their late 30s, and it was impossible not to reflect on the vast differences between their lives and my own. One interviewee, for example, was just 15 years old when the Bosnian war began and was raped multiple times in eastern BiH. She married three years later and became a victim of domestic violence. Today, she lives with her two grown-up children, neither of whom has a job, and works all the hours she can as a cleaner to put food on the table. In contrast, I live in a stable and wealthy country, I have a secure and well-paid job and I have numerous opportunities to travel and enjoy new experiences.
I always endeavoured to minimize power imbalances by keeping interviews informal, responding to interviewees' questions about my own life and approaching the research as a bidirectional process; 'I am subject, object, and researcher. My participants are subjects, objects, and actors' (Deutsch 2004: 889) . Yet, working with men and women who had experienced so much tragedy and misfortune made me acutely aware of the structural imbalances between us that could not be attenuated. I became close friends with one interviewee in particular and we regularly spoke on the phone. Whenever we did so, I was usually travelling somewhere. She never went anywhere and sometimes did not even leave the house for several days or weeks at a time. Like Punch (2012: 8-9) , who undertook fieldwork in rural southern Bolivia, I found that 'Feelings of guilt seemed to dominate the research process…'.
My position of privilege, moreover -as a financially-independent white British woman and academic -meant that some interviewees assumed that I would be able to help them. An interviewee in northeast BiH, for example, emotionally showed me photographs of her 12-year-son who had died from a brain tumour. He had only a modest grave and she wanted to have an engraved memorial stone for him. She hoped that I would find a donor to pay for this. My desire to help those in need, and my ability to do so in only limited ways, further fuelled a sense of guilt. As Lofland and Lofland (1995: 51) The longer I spent in the field, however, the more I began to feel that I was becoming desensitized to individual stories of suffering and trauma. These stories ceased to shock me and became almost routine. This triggered new feelings of guilt. Yet, it is not the case, pace Zembylas (2009: 233) , that 'being desensitized essentially means unwilling to do something about others' suffering'. It was probably my frustration at being unable to significantly help the people with whom I was working, and my concomitant sense of powerlessness, that greatly contributed to my desensitization. The latter also became a defence mechanism, a way of allowing me to do my job professionally. Over time, however, I realized that my interviewees' stories were affecting me -in subtle ways. I became aware of the fact, for example, that before going to bed at night, I would always double-check to make sure that the door to my apartment was locked; and the dreams that I have had for a number of years about being in a building and not being able to lock the doors and windows became more frequent and intense.
One particular event occurred in June 2015 that made me acutely aware of my own sense of vulnerability as a woman. It was early in the morning and I was leaving my apartment to catch a flight to Germany. As I reached the ground floor, I saw a masked man holding a gun.
He was wearing a police uniform and standing in front of one of the apartments. Initially I failed to register that he was a policeman. All I saw was a man whose face was masked.
Some of the female survivors whom I interviewed had described how their perpetrators were masked, and mentally I immediately associated the policeman with rape. Momentarily, I felt unsafe and frightened. Time seemed to slow down and I froze. After this encounter, I realized that my daily exposure to heinous stories of violence -primarily committed by men against women -was affecting me.
The third personal challenge that I faced in the field was staying positive and not losing faith. Wood (2006: 384) has observed that 'In carrying out field research, ethnographers often go through predictable periods of loneliness and perhaps depression during which they question the meaning and feasibility of their project and whether they are adequate to the task'. I certainly went through periods when I felt very negative about the research and dissatisfied with the (lack of) progress that I was making. I found it especially demoralizing when people questioned my motives for doing the research. It was also frustrating when interviewees initially agreed to speak to me and subsequently changed their minds. They had every right to do, but it was always disheartening when my efforts to arrange new interviews came to nothing. I worried that I was failing and I felt under huge pressure to succeed, not least because my research was being externally funded.
My expectations were not always realistic, and learning how to manage them was a crucial part of my research journey. This meant, inter alia, accepting that fieldwork is not a linear process and that, inevitably, there are highs and lows. There are periods when everything goes according to plan and we make significant progress, yet there are also periods when we constantly come up against obstacles. We have to be prepared for these oscillating phases in the research process and not lose confidence in what we are doing and why. we have done enough, we have to leave behind those with whom we may have formed close bonds. As part of our research legacy, we should endeavour, as much as possible, to maintain these links and to leave behind a positive impression that will benefit other researchers in the future.
Conclusion
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Notes
1 In one of its earliest cases, the ICTY became the first international tribunal to prosecute sexual violence against men (Prosecutor v. Tadić 1997).
2 I also carried out 16 key informant interviews with, inter alia, NGO leaders and psychologists.
3 One interviewee, for example, described how she had spent several hours the previous year telling her story to a young woman who had claimed to work for an international NGO. This woman had promised to provide the interviewee and fellow rape survivors in her community with food parcels. However, such aid never materialized, and it turned out that this professed humanitarian was in fact a university student conducting research for a Master's dissertation (author interview, 2 December 2014). (Henry 2009: 120) and/or re-traumatizing (Brounéus 2008: 71) . 9 The ICTY trial of Jadranko Prlić and his co-defendants, for example, addressed some of the rapes committed by Croatian Defence Force (HVO) soldiers against Bosniak women and girls in Hercegovina (Prosecutor v. Prlić et al. 2013: §757) ; and the Čelebići trial partly focused on the rape of two Bosnian Serb women by Hazim Delić, the (Bosniak) deputy camp commander (Prosecutor v. Delalić et al. 1998) .
10 See note 6.
11 Far more attention has been given to how therapists working with trauma victims are affected by their work (see, for example, Astin 1997; McCann and Pearlman 1990) . 12 In BiH, only medicines that are on the so-called List of Essential Medicines are free of charge.
